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Roche Abbey, Yorkshire. Further Report on the Excavations there. 
Plan and Illustrations—By F. R. Farrpanx, M.D., F.S.A., 
Loc. Sec. for Doncaster. 


N the number of this Journal for 1885, I gave a description of 
the excavations which have taken place in recent years among 

the ruins of Roche Abbey so far as they had then proceeded. Since 
that date the noble owner, the Earl of Scarbrough, has had the nave 
of the church further excavated, so that now the whole church is 
cleared with the exception of two portions of the nave which are 
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occupied by two fine wychelms. The portion of the church described 
in my former paper was that lying east of the west screen of the 
pulpitum, which crosses the structural nave at the third bay from 
the central tower. 

The arrangement of the nave west of this screen is not what is 
considered usual in Cistercian Monastic Churches. The style of 
building is uniform and the original plan does not appear to have 
been departed from. The pillars are, so far as they remain, un- 
mutilated by abutments of screens, and no masonry has been bonded 
into them. Therefore it is reasonable to suppose that there were not 
here the usual sub-divisions of which indications have been found 
elsewhere, as at Fountains, Jervaulx, Kirkstall, Tintern, and other 
Monasteries. It appears that in some of the churches, and probably 
in all of them where this separation of the nave from the aisles is 
found to have existed, the stalls of the Conversi were in the nave. 
The Chronicle of Meaux (Melsa) leaves no doubt that it was so 
there. But at Roche, as I have said, there is no indication of this 
arrangement. Also there is no indication of any screen having 
existed west of the pulpitum. The whole of the nave west of the 
pulpitum is paved with square blocks of stone of unequal size, and 
in places it is much depressed, apparently by the fall of the super- 
structures. The whole of the church east of the pulpitum appears 
to have been paved with tiles, which, with the exception of a few 
fragments, have entirely disappeared. The fragments that remain 
are quite plain with a yellow glaze. The north aisle of the nave 
was cut off from the choir aisle by a wooden screen with a doorway 
in the centre, as indicated by the cutting of the masonry. From 
this, and from the absence of indications of there having been any 
stalls in the nave, it appears probable that the Conversi were 
accommodated in the north transept, and that they passed to their 
places there through this screen which divided the north aisle. The 
south aisle at the corresponding point is not entirely excavated. 

On each side of the entrance in the centre of the pnlpitum on 
its western side is a platform of an altar, and before that on the 
northern side memorial slabs have been found indicating burials 
there. The slabs there found are two in number, and both of them 
are to members of the family of Rilston, and are nearly contemporary. 
The slab lying nearest to the central line of the nave is 7 feet long, 
by 3 feet 4 inches broad. It is quite plain, with an inscription 
round the verge as follows :— 


+ @®rate. pro. ate. -me (? Thome) Rilston . genost . 
qui. hic. sepultobitt . die. penultimo. Panuartt . anno. wnt. 
m. cere. Irxrx. &. cut. animaim (sic) . ppictet-— . Deus . Amen. 

Unfortunately the christian name has been almost entirely 
obliterated, but I make out a terminal me, which I take to be part 
of the word Thome. 
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The adjoining slab lying on the northern side of this one bears 
two shields in the centre, one above the other. The upper one bears 
a saltire for Rilston, and the lower one a bend. This slab is 8 feet 
long by 3 feet 2 inches broad, and bears round the verge the following 
inscription :— 

+ Wic . facet. —Rilstone* . genevo—. Mut. Monasterit. 
benefactor. qui. obtit. tv. die. Augusti. anno. Unt. wm. cere. 
ix. bttl. cut. ate. -——— cus . Amen. 

Most unfortunately the christian name is entirely obliterated on 
this slab. 

It may be noted that the local family of Scrope bore a bend on 
their shield. 

An appeal to Dr. Collins, of York, who is so indefatigably 
working at the wills there preserved, has brought me the disappoint- 
ing information that no wills of the Rilston, or Rillestone, family 
there proved, identify the individuais here buried. In a note below 
I give some mems, which connect the Rillestone family with south 
Yorkshire, but they are very scanty. 

On the eastern side of the pillar adjacent to these tombs the 
surface has been cut away to make room fora matrix of a small 
memorial brass. It represented a kneeling male figure with his 
hands raised in prayer. There was a semi-circular label over his 
head, and a quadrangular plate under his feet for an inscription. 
There is nothing to indicate who it commemorates. 

In this part of the church and on the site of the altar on this— 
the north—side of the entrance to the choir, a stone was found of 
very special interest. It is a cube nearly 9 inches square. On one 
side of it, which was covered with colour-wash, it was noticed that 
a quadrangular portion had been removed and replaced. On 
removing this inserted portion, a small capsule of lead, formed of a 
piece of sheet lead rolled up and pinched at the ends, was found. 
It is 23 inches long, and about 1 inch across in its broadest part. 
Inside this capsule were found two small fragments of bone, and two 
portions of a link of chain armour. These, through the courtesy of the 
Earl of Scarbrough, I have been able to have lithographed. The block 
of stone is represented + linear of the actual size, and the capsule and 
relics are represented the exact size of the originals. There is no 





* In Whitaker’s Craven, 8rd edit., p. 518, there is a pedigree of the family, ending with 

Emma, daughter and heiress of Helias Rilstone, aged 15 years, in 82 Edw. I. (1803-4). She 
marriad Richard Fauvel. There are several Rilston wills in Zest, Zbor. Sur. Soc. In 1363, 
19th May, Richard Faunel (Fauvel?) was instituted to the Rectory of Thurnscoe, in South 
Yorkshire, on the presentation of William de Rilston. Except for this turn the presentation 
-was by Vavasor.—Hunter’s South Yorkshire, ii., p. 156. 
The name of Rilleston occurs in connexion with lands in Wooley (Wolley), Askern, 
Sutton, Misen, Althorp, &c. In 1495 there was a “Fine” between Peter Bumsted, Plaintiff, 
and Thomas Shirley, Alice his wife, and William Rilleston, in reference to a rent of 21s. in 
Hoton. 

The Rilston or Rilleston arms were—Sable, a saltire argent.—Glover. The same name 
with the same arms occurs also in Essex.—Papworth and Morant. 
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doubt that this stone formed part of an altar, and probably it was 
part of the altar which stood on the spot where it was found. ‘The 
cavity cut in itis a “ sepulcrum ” for sacred relics of some saint, which 
it was customary to embed in each altar at the time of consecration, 
and their presence was a proof that the altar containing them had 
been consecrated. Whose relics they are it is impossible to say 
with certainty, but it has been surmised by Mr. St. John Hope 
that they are relics of S. Godric, a favourite north country saint, 
who began life as a knight, and turned hermit. It was customary 
in the early church to bury relics of saints in the interior of the 
altar. In the English Church—Ecclesia Anglicana—it appears to 
have been the custom to embed them in a stone forming part of the 
front of the altar, in the centre under the top slab. At Jervaulx 
Abbey, in the north transept, an altar almost perfect remains, with 
a stone missing from the spot indicated, just such a one as this at 
Roche. When the “ monuments of superstition” and the altars 
were destroyed at the time of the Reformation, these ‘ Sepulcra”’ 
would be specially sought for and destroyed, and it is probable that 
very few indeed now remain. It is remarkable that while the altar 
itself was destroyed, this ‘‘Sepulcrum” should be left. The small 
stone used to close the cavity, or ‘‘Sepulcrum,” was called the 
“Sigillum Altaris.” In the Church of Rome—the “Ecclesia Romana” 
—the custom was, and still is, to bed the relics in the top or covering 
slab. Their presence is specially referred to in the “ Canon of the 
Mass” as follows :—“ The priest, bowing down over the altar, says— 
Oramus Te Domine per merita Sanctorum tuorum quorum reliquiz 
hie sunt et omnium Sanctorum, ut indulgere digneris omnia peccata 
mea, Amen.” Ducange speaks of a “ Sigillum Altaris ” as follows : 

“ SicitLuM ALTaris.—Durando lib. i, Ration. c. 6 n. 34, parvus 
lapis, cum quo sepulcrum, sive foramen, in quo reliquiz reconduntur, 
clauditur, seu sigillatur. Alexander III. PP. apud Gregorium lib. 3 
Decret. tit. 40 c. i. Ad hac si altare motum fuerit, aut lapis ille 
solum modo suprapositus, qui sigillum continet, confractus aut 
etiam diminatus, debet denuo consecrari.” The five crosses were 
also spoken of as “sigillum altaris.”* 

Immediately m front of the entrance to the choir, and between 
the two altar platforms, there is a large memorial slab bearing a 
large floriated cross on a “Calvary” of three steps in the centre, 
and round the verge is a rhyming inscription in English as follows: 
‘“‘Here lygges Peryn of Doncastre and—bel=-wyfe a gude trwe 
br—er while on lyfe. Jhu by yi mercy bring (?) yam to bliss. 
Paternr for ym whoso redis this.” The stone is very much cracked, 
and is in a perishing condition. It is 7 feet 7 inches long, by 3 fect 
wide. I am indebted to the Earl of Scarbrough for the photograph 

* The Clergy of the Church of Rome of to-day, when shewn the old altar slabs remaining 


in our churches, recognise the five crosses, but remark on the absencs of the “ sepulcrum,” 
not being aware of the custom in the “ Ecclesia Anglicana.” 
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from which the lithograph is taken. Among the Wills in the 
York Registry are two which are of interest in connexion with this 
slab. These are the Wills of William Peryn, senr., of Melton, and 
of his son, John Peryn. They are both dated March 8th, 1404. 
Dr. Collins informs me that of John’s will there is only the Probate 
Act, which, however, speaks of Joabel his relict. It appears to me 
probable that John and Joabel are those commemorated by this 
slab. Melton is not far from Doncaster. William Peryn’s will 
does not refer to Roche. The altar platform on the south side of 
the choir entrance, as indicated in the lithograph, remains as 
yet unopened out, 

Near the head of Peryn’s tomb, and close by the side of the 
Rilston tombs, a cavity was found dug in the floor of the church, 
partly filled with red paving tiles. In this cavity there is a quantity 
of lead ash. The presence of lead I have abundantly demonstrated, 
chemically, in this ash. There can be no doubt that this is the site 
of the furnace used for melting the lead of the roof as we are told 
was done. In a letter which I referred to in a previous article, 
and which Aveling gives at length in his History of Roche Abbey, 
we read as follows :—“ The persons that cast the lead into fodders, 
plucked up all the seats in the choir, wherein the monks sat when 
they said service; which were like to the seats in Minsters, and 
burned them, and melted the lead there withall, although there was 
wood plenty within a flight shot of them for the abbey among the 
woods and the rocks of stone.” 

This letter is supposed to have been written by Cuthbert 
Shirebrook, a dignified ecclesiastic, whose uncle had been present 
at the suppression of Roche. The excavation has been filled in, 
but its site is accurately marked (P) on the accompanying plan. 
There is a remarkable absence of monuments in the church, so far 
as it has been uncovered. Besides those already described, there is 
an incised slab in the floor of the nave, lying to the north of the 
central line at the third bay from the west end. It bears a floriated 
cross on a Calvary of two steps, with a sword on one side, There 
is no inscription, and it is of rude workmanship. It is 6 ft. 3}1n. 
long, and 2 ft. 3in. across the head, and it tapers slightly towards 
the foot. See Figure. This slab also is cracked. 

Between the pillars of the second bay from the west, of the 
southern arcade, there is a large plain slab bearing no inscription 
whatever except the sacred monogram I.H.C, in the centre. This 
slab also is much broken. Built against the base of the pillar 
adjoining this tomb on the east is some masonry, apparently the 
base of a pedestal for a figure, for in the pillar just above it ata 
suitable height is a round hole, apparently for pinning the figure to 
the column. An alternative explanation of this masonry is, that it 
is the base of a stand for cressets to light the Conversi across the 
church, when proceeding to the early morning services, 
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There are no indications of there having been west towers; the 
bases of the columns of the nave arcade are all of the same diameter, 
Near the south west-corner of the nave is what is evidently the base 
of the flight of stairs which led to the dormitory of the Conversi. 
The Conversi had to attend services in the church during the night 
and early morning before going to work, and it was down these 
stairs they would come into church. The base of these stairs is 
shewn in the foreground in the view of the west end of the church. 
There was a staircase in this part of the church at Fountains and 
Kirkstall, and at Jervaulx there was one at this point but outside 
the Church, The south-western entrance at Jervaulx appears to 
have been arranged specially to give easy access to the church from 
them. At Roche the Conversi appear to have proceeded across the 
church through the wooden screen, which divided the north aisle at 
the pulpitum, to the north transept as their allotted place, for there 
are not here, as there are at Jervaulx, indications of there having 
been stalls in the nave, and as the “Chronicle of Melsa” tells us 
there were in that church. 

Of the other buildings of the Monastery little more can be added 
to the slight notice which was given in my former paper. The 
southern end of the hospitium marked (M) on the plan has been 
opened out, and there is an indication of an undercroft, but the 
clearance has not been sufficient as yet to reveal this. The abutment 
of the central arcade of the cellarium has been exposed on the out- 
side of the church, but here also further excavation is required. The 
range of buildings south of the Chapter-house has been further 
exposed, and two doorways have been found in addition to the one 
previously opened out. 

Among the fragments exposed during the earlier excavations was 
one apparently a small headstone to a grave. The upper part is 
circular, a foot in diameter with a cross cut in it of an ornamental 
character, the lower part of the block is evidently part of a plain 
shaft. The use of this stone is clearly indicated by reference to the 
capital illustration in “The Cistercian Abbey of Strata Florida” by 
S. W. Williams, F.R.I.B.A., 1889, p. 204. The engraving shows 
a cemetery in the exact position of that discovered at Roche. There 
is a row of slabs with headstones similar in size to this one, one of 
them much resembles this stone in general character. I would 
commend Mr. Williams’s admirable work to those interested in 
Cistercian Abbeys. Strata Florida was about the same size as 
Roche and in some respects resembled it. 

In conclusion I wish to express my appreciation of the great 
kindness I have received from the Earl of Scarbrough in my effort 
to give an accurate account of the discoveries made by him at Roche 
Abbey, and I trust he may long be spared to enjoy the possession 
of this beautiful ruin in which he is so deeply interested, 


